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Abstract 
For engineers to be effective leading global players in the workforce arena, engineers need to master a myriad of 
interdisciplinary and interpersonal competencies like teamwork, critical thinking, decision making and communication skills. The 
challenge faced by prospective graduates is to rise and meet the challenges of such industry practitioners. The question we ask 
ourselves is, “Can graduates of today rise to meet the competency requirement of tomorrow’s workforce?” Many ponder if 
existing language and communication courses in the existing engineering curriculum meet the employer competency 
requirement. One such particular competency requirement is that of communicative competence in the business of oral 
communicative events, i.e. technical oral presentations. Technical oral presentations represent one of the many oral 
communicative events expected of engineers at the workplace. This study explores two sub-sets of communicative competence, 
i.e. rhetorical style competence, and interpersonal and interactive competence requirement as perceived by selected participants 
of the academic and professional engineering community. Members of the academia include students and lecturers while 
professional engineers form the remaining focal group from the industry. Underpinning theoretical implication of the learning 
theory amplify that perceptions held by communities of practice mirror legitimate peripheral participation of a said community. 
This study attempts to discuss the perceptions held by the focal groups on the apparent academia-industry practitioner discord on 
communicative competence in technical oral presentations. The study also intends to explore graduates’ communicative 
competence preparedness for tomorrows’ workplace and its pedagogical implication in order to walk the talk of engineers of the 
21st century. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In the global competitive workplace, engineers as like any other professionals, are required to possess a set of 
multidisciplinary and interpersonal skills to participate effectively as a member of the said community of practice. 
Gone are the days when engineers could solely be dependent on only one specialized field. In fact, Figueiredo 
(2008)  makes mention that the engineer of the 21st century dons many roles. In fact, an engineer of today is one 
who takes on the role as a “scientist, sociologist, designer and doer”(Figueiredo, 2008, p. 94). In other words, an 
engineer is one who is expected to perform rigorous research based on natural and exact sciences, utilize and 
implement creative thinking to create innovative design meant for the betterment of the society.  This essentially 
means that for 21st century engineers to perform competitively in the professional setting, engineers are expected to 
communicate effectively, possess computer and Information Technology (IT) skills, be creative and innovative and 
demonstrate high efficiency to gain a competitive edge over rival competitors (Eisner, 2010). Engineers need to 
possess a combination of technical knowledge and non-technical skills to be an effective member of the professional 
engineering community. Collier and Toomey (1997) echo such sentiment as they are of the firm belief that engineers 
are deemed competent when one can relay scientific and technical information to an audience who possess both 
technical and non-technical knowledge.  Thus, the objective of this study is to ascertain essential variables related to 
rhetorical and interactive competence necessary to acquire communicative competence in technical oral 
presentations. Such features are deemed necessary to create that “magic” wanting in oral communicative events such 
as technical and scientific presentations in the engineering community. 
 
2. Literature review 
 
For graduate communicative competency to be on par with professional workplace needs, 21st century graduates 
need to be equipped with adequate competency strategies such as linguistic and rhetorical competence (Morton, 
2009; Zhang, 2013). This leads one to question the significance of linguistic and rhetorical input delivered to 
prospective graduates within the engineering classrooms. Is higher education classroom language input relevant to 
the workplace expectation? Such query however, leads one to ascertain the existence of apparent academia-industry 
practitioner discord over graduates’ lack of communication skills (Norback & Hardin, 2005). 
 
In actual fact, communicative competency discontent remains a global concern (Rajala, 2012). Such concern is 
similarly expressed in local studies voice over academia and employer discontent on communicative competence 
requirements among engineering students (Hafizoah Kassim & Ali, 2010; Noor Raha Mohd Radzuan, Fatimah Ali, 
& Hafizoah Kassim, 2008). The need to communicate effectively cannot be left unchecked. Such skills, if neglected, 
will mar nation building efforts toward a developed nation status (Bhattacharyya, 2011; Ministry of International 
Trade and Industry, 2006). 
 
The need to “communicate effectively” is equally emphasized in the engineering curriculum by professional 
organizations like ABET and Engineering Criteria 2000 (Bhattacharyya, 2012; Norback & Hardin, 2005). For 
prospective engineering graduates to be an effective participant of the professional engineering community, such 
skills are vital. In addition, engineers spend almost 60% of their time communicating at the workplace (Tenopir & 
King, 2004; Tilli & Trevelyan, 2008). Thus, this study is timely as it seeks to investigate the notion in one of the 
workplace related oral communicative event, i.e. technical oral presentations. Technical oral presentations are 
chosen as the unit of analysis as engineers deliberate in various forms oral communicative events including 
meetings, reports, presentations, feasibility studies and other forms of oral communicative events (Bhattacharyya, 
Shahrina Mohd Nordin, & Rohani Salleh, 2009).   
 
In a general sense, communicative competence is understood as a presenters’ ability to apply and adapt one’s 
knowledge and demonstrative skill in getting a message across to the audience (Lailawati Mohd. Salleh, 2008). This 
qualitative study differs from other qualitative research on rhetorical competence (Bhattacharyya, 2012) as the 
emphasis is on rhetorical style competence and interactional competence based Celce-Murcia’s (2007) model of 
communicative competence (Celce-Murcia, 2007). Rhetorical style competence evokes the “show and tell” 
descriptors and use descriptive language when conveying message to the audience (Zarefsky, 2005). Interactional 
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competence is recognized as a vital communicative strategy to enhance communicative competence in oral 
presentations (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011; Morton, 2012).  
 
This study addresses two sub-sets of communicative competence from the rhetorical and interactional 
perspective, i.e. rhetorical style competence, and interpersonal and interactive competence, essential linguistic and 
rhetorical features deemed vital to create that engagement and interaction between the student and audience in oral 
presentations (Dannels, 2009; Morton, 2009). In the context of this study, rhetorical style embodies the use of 
personalized language, analogy or inference to societal and environmental motivation and creative style to indicate 
personal ownership of the said presentation (Dannels, 2009). Rhetorical style enhances communicative competence 
as the student is able to depict personal relation through the use of personal pronouns like “I”, “we” or “the team” to 
account for decision making at different stages in the course of sharing the data presentation findings. With the 
inclusion of such markers, the presenter takes accountability for decisions conducted during the duration of the 
project. The inclusion of analogy or personal experience creates rapport and motivates the students’ to share 
personal experiences to familiarize audience with the unfamiliar (Bulca & Safaei, 2013). The use of analogy is 
useful as it simplifies an otherwise abstract concept through the use of common everyday examples. Such devices if 
incorporated in technical oral presentations enable audiences from varied background to relate to technical jargons. 
Societal and environmental motivation is another feature that indicates students’ ability to create audience 
involvement when sharing data findings that benefit the society and environment (Seidel, Mehdi Shahbazpour, 
Walker, Shekar, & Chambers, 2011). 
 
Interpersonal and interactive competence depicted linguistically includes the use of convincing skills, turn-
taking, clarification, elaboration and use of affirmative statements (Morton, 2009). In other words, interactional 
competence is illustrated when there is an interactive exchange or debate between the student and audience in a 
presentation. Such interaction also helps to reduce tension between the student and audience (Eunson, 2008). At the 
same time, rapport is created between the student and the audience. Rapport is an essential communicative strategy 
in enhancing two-way communication and interaction between the presenter and the audience in a technical 
presentation (Koch, 2010; Whitcomb & Whitcomb, 2013). 
 
The research question posed in this qualitative perspective is, “What are the similarities and differences among 
students, lecturers and engineers’ perceptions on communicative competence in technical oral presentations from the 
rhetorical style and interactional competence perspective?” 
 
3. Methodology 
 
The qualitative study (part of a larger study) was conducted at a private university located in Perak Darul 
Ridzuan, Malaysia. Prior ethical consent was obtained from the selected participants involved in the study. 
Participants were selected based on the snowball sampling technique which was based on participants’ willingness 
to share their insight and experience in relation to technical oral presentation.  The snowball sampling technique is a 
technique which allows the participant to suggest possible names of other willing participants who may be interested 
to share their views in the study. Thus the term snowball is used in such a design (Creswell, 2003). Although this 
technique is considered time-consuming, it was considered appropriate for the study as feedback could only be 
obtained if participants were willing to share their views and lived experiences on communicative competence in 
technical oral presentations. In cases where participants were not willing to share any feedback, the researcher 
would then try to ask for names of other possible willing participants. Email was sent to selected participants who 
indicated their willingness to be part of the study. The purpose of the study was made clear to the participants. 
Participants were ensured of confidentiality as identities will not be disclosed. Participants were also informed that 
they could opt out at any point of the investigation and were not coerced to be part of the study.   
 
In the context of this study, the selected participants were members of three focal groups, namely, 26 students, 
13 lecturers and 12 professional engineers, who were all involved in the business of technical oral presentations. 
Students refer to final engineering students who are presenters of the project while lecturers and professional 
engineers are assessors involved in the evaluation of students’ project presentations.  The qualitative phase is 
conducted as it allows one to gain an insider or “emic” perspective of the participants. This method allows the 
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researcher to record the “words of participants” in order to avoid researcher biasness (Patton, 2002). If explanation 
was required to elucidate certain ambiguities, follow up interviews were held with selected participants to ensure 
correct interpretation was obtained. 
 
For the purpose of this study, semi-structured interviews were chosen as the said design enabled the researcher 
flexibility in rephrasing the questions for correct interpretation. Ethical consent via the consent form was 
disseminated to the participants to acknowledge the purpose of the study. Such methodology was similarly echoed 
in other studies (Bhattacharyya & Zullina Hussain Shaari, 2012). It is through interviews that participants are able to 
share their lived experiences from a personal, cultural and historical perspective (Creswell & Clark, 2007). 
 
Interview sessions lasting from 40 minutes to an hour were conducted at the research university upon 
confirmation of the time, venue and date of the interview. The researcher conducted the interviews at venues such as 
tutorial rooms that were accessible and conducive for both the researcher and participants. The locations of such 
rooms were clarified to the participants at the onset of the interview via email correspondence.  Participants were 
informed that the interview sessions would be audio-taped for transcription purposes. During the interview, 
participants were required to provide their feedback on communicative competence with particular focus on 
rhetorical style and interpersonal and interactive competence.  
 
The researcher utilized Creswell’s (2003) generic analysis to thematically analyse the qualitative data . At the 
same time, statistical analysis such as the Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) 
NVivo Version 11.5 was used to analyse the verbal feedback. The software programme enabled percentages to be 
calculated on the similarities and differences on the interactional competency requirement in technical oral 
presentations as perceived by the said participants of the focal groups.  
 
4.  Findings and discussion 
 
The qualitative analysis by selected participants of the three focal groups provided data findings on the 
stakeholders’ perceptions of interpersonal and interactive competence. As stated rhetorical style competence refers 
to the use of personal language as well as reference to analogy, creative presentation style and reference to societal 
and environmental motivation. The use of personal pronouns is an indication of students’ ownership and 
accountability to personal decision making processes involved in the duration of the project (Dannels, 2009). 
Students will need to account for decision making by providing appropriate scientific evidence, analogy and relate 
personal experiences to enhance audience understanding.  
 
Interpersonal and interactive competence centre on the linguistic dimension of the students’ or presenters’ ability 
to create interactive engagement by the use of interactive strategies such as turn-taking, clarification, justification 
and other forms of defense linguistic markers (Dannels, 2009; Morton, 2009).  The inclusion and use of such 
markers aim to provide clear explanation, rationale and scientific evidence for decision making processes conducted 
in the duration of the project. Such markers amplify interaction when students are posed with queries by the panel of 
assessors or audience. The ability to justify, clarify and provide supporting details on ones’ decision making process 
enhances interpersonal and interactive competence during technical oral presentations (Fraile et al., 2010; Morton, 
2009). 
 
Findings in Table 1 indicate the results of the three focal groups’ emphasis on two sub-sets of communicative 
competence, i.e. interpersonal and interactive competence.  The finding show that for both sub-sets of 
communicative competence, i.e. rhetorical style and interpersonal and interactive competence, engineers have 
accorded higher emphasis in comparison to students and lecturers. In comparison between lecturers and students, 
lecturers have indicated higher emphasis then students. For all sub-sets, students’ have shown the lesser emphasis in 
comparison to the lecturers and engineers. The table clearly shows that the different focal groups accorded different 
levels of emphasis on the said sub-sets of rhetorical style and interactional competence.  
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Table 1. Students, lecturers and engineers emphasis on rhetorical style and interactional competence  
No Competence  Students’ Perceptions (%) 
Lecturers’ Perceptions 
(%) 
Engineers’ Perceptions 
(%) 
1 Rhetorical Style 8.0 12.0 33.3 
2 Interpersonal and Interactive 27.0 46.2 67.0 
 
At the same time, the findings reveal that selected participants from all groups indicate awareness on the 
importance of these sub-sets in relation to enhancing the notion of communicative competence in technical oral 
presentations.  
 
4.1. Theme 1: Rhetorical style competence 
All groups acknowledge the importance of rhetorical style competence as featured in Table 1. However, the 
findings clearly indicate a higher emphasis by engineers in comparison to other focal groups such as lecturers and 
students. In relation to rhetorical style competence, the related linguistic features include reference to personal 
language, analogy, personal, societal and environmental motivation (Dannels, 2009).  
 
In relation to the above finding, the feedback provided shows that engineers have indicated higher emphasis to 
the rhetorical features as mentioned. Personal language through the use of pronouns like “I” contribute to that sense 
of community between the student presenter/text and the audience (Hyland, 2005). Personal motivation creates that 
commitment and sense of ownership in a project which eventually befits the community and society. The use of 
such markers enhances communicative competence as students are committed and eager to justify their own 
decision making processes. The viewpoint is remarked by Engineer A in the following excerpt, who mentions, 
 
“...I want to see the person giving his own analysis of the data findings; his own opinions and also 
compare with literature whether he agrees or disagrees; I want to look at the effort for them to 
understand what they are doing. They are not just doing this and that for the requirement of the project 
but how this fit into the overall objective,...why they choose certain materials and not the others...” 
(Engineer A, RA5, Lines 66-71) 
 
This sentiment shows that communicative competence is enhanced through the use of personal language and 
ownership of the project. Rhetorical style competence is depicted linguistically when there is thorough knowledge 
and commitment on the part of the student toward the project. With such sense of ownership, students will be 
familiar with the data findings and will have ease in sharing the data with the audience. Lecturer A echoes that 
rhetorical style is enhanced when a student is personally engaged with the data findings. This is reflected by 
Lecturer A in the following excerpt, who states, 
 
“...The supervisor wants to see how well the students’ can justify and stand up to their own answers; 
basically defend what they are doing, why they are doing what they are engaged in...so they must 
know what they are presenting...they need to stand for their own justification...”(Lecturer A, RA8, 
Lines 112-113 and 130) 
 
The above excerpt provided by Lecturer A accounts for the need for students commitment and personal 
engagement during the tenure of the project. This aspect of personal commitment will become evident when 
students provide clarification on certain decision making or personal motivation involved in the project. Rhetorical 
style competence is enhanced when there is use of creative presentation style. Students are encouraged to use realia 
and various forms of software program to create an impactful presentation. This view is expressed in the following 
excerpt by student A as follows, 
 
“...instead of me talking, why don’t you let Flash do the job, to tell a story; so I made it into a story: 
into a movie file and then there will be a transition into a presentation slide, using Flash format. This 
is the similar concept as you see in the movies…” (Student A, RA6, Lines 45-48) 
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Thus the rhetorical style of a presentation is enhanced by the application of certain software program that 
enhances the impact of a presentation. A software program is merely a tool but it is the competence and creativity of 
the student who utilizes such software to enhance the delivery of a presentation. The unique presentation style which 
acts as a supporting visual aid garners the interest and engagement of the audience. The student utilizes the creative 
application as a means to enhance communicative competence.  In this context, the student used the tool to translate 
his or her personal experience into a “movie” as a preamble in the introduction stage of the presentation.  
 
Rhetorical style competence is enhanced by the use of analogy (Boiarsky, 2004). The use of commonly referred 
examples enhances audience understanding of an otherwise technical jargon which may not be understood by the 
audience. Thus, if audiences are not familiar with certain terminology, this may lead to audience discontent and lack 
of engagement in listening further to a presentation. The use of analogy is supported by Student B in the following 
excerpt, who states,   
 
“...where I give my personal touch to it, the way I do it because of audience different background, I 
give my personal touch...for example, to introduce the concept of gasification on renewable energy, I 
referred to the use of palm oil leaf as a source of renewable energy...” (Student B, RA6, Lines 42-45) 
 
In the above excerpt, the student provided a similar reference for the varied audience to grasp the concept of 
gasification. Common everyday examples are useful rhetorical strategies to ensure audience understanding of a 
technical terminology (Bulca & Safaei, 2013).  A reference to common renewable energy examples (palm oil leaf) 
which is familiar to the audience enables the audience to grasp an otherwise unfamiliar concept on gasification.  
 
Societal motivation is another important feature to enhance rhetorical style competence. In this context, 
engineers stress the need to indicate awareness on the importance to contributing to the society. The following 
excerpt stresses the engineers’ emphasis on societal motivation as remarked by Engineer B, 
 
“…Any presentation shall portray its own authentication that is, the real emphasis shall be put to meet 
to the intent or purpose of the presentation itself, the target audience, the scenarios, the 
environment…”(Engineer B, RA3, Lines 23-25) 
 
Engineers deem reference to broader contextual application such as benefit to the society and environment as a 
crucial feature that reflects the rhetorical style competence of a student. In other words, a student is expected to 
relate data findings to a broader perspective rather than a microscopic perspective.  
 
The above features of rhetorical style competence indicate that participants from selected focal groups have 
provided different levels of emphasis to the said sub-set within the context of technical oral presentation. This is 
indicative of the theoretical underpinning as stipulated in the learning theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991). However, 
what can be inferred from the findings within the said sub-set of rhetorical style competence is engineers’ emphasis 
to contextual justification and societal application. Engineers also stress on personal motivation as an important 
feature that enhances communicative competence. Students and lecturers’ on the other hand focus on use of creative 
style as well as use of analogy to ensure audience understanding of a technical concept.  
 
4.2. Theme 2: Interpersonal and interactive competence 
 
For this particular sub-set of interpersonal and interactive competence, similar findings like that indicated in 
rhetorical style are mirrored for this feature on competence. As shown in table 1, engineers have accorded higher 
level of emphasis to interpersonal and interactive competence in comparison to the lecturers and students. As 
mentioned, interpersonal and interactive competence focuses on the use of linguistic markers such as “sales like 
talk”, economic justification, turn-taking and defense skills. The following excerpts exemplify the use of such 
markers as elaborated by selected participants from the said focal groups. 
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Interpersonal and interactive competence is accentuated when students are able to use “sales like talk” to 
convince the audience of a particular product/process or innovation. Studies have pointed out the need for students 
to utilize “sales like talk to sell a client a particular approach to an engineering problem and/or prove to a funding 
agency that a project warrants continued attention” (Darling & Dannels, 2003, p. 9).This view is echoed by student 
C who states that the success of a presentation relies on how well “once can sell an idea” (Student C, RA 19, Line 
150 -151). This view is concurred Engineer C, who says,  
 
“…engineering is our backbone but we need to interact with people to sell our ideas or get projects or 
work…” (Engineer C, RA5, Line 136-137) 
 
Communicative competence is enhanced when there is economic justification provided by the students. Such 
clarification encourages interaction and interactive exchange between the student and the audience. Technical 
students need to provide economic justification or “utility” in their presentation. Utility refers to the “economic 
benefit gained from product/process/project findings for the organization” (Sharma, 2007).  This viewpoint is 
reflected in the following excerpt expressed by engineers who deliberate on the importance of economic justification 
as a feature in the technical oral presentation. Engineer D adds,  
 
“…The most important is how to get things done;… back to the financial objective, how fast is the 
return of investment; the main reason is we want to have the finances balanced; at the end of the day, 
the returns are returned by specific time…” (Engineer D, RA5, Lines 96-97) 
 
The communicative competence of a student is enhanced when there is interactive exchange and deliberation on 
economic justification of a particular product or innovation. Interpersonal and interactive competence is heightened 
when a student is able to provide justification upon queried by the panel of examiners. To engineers, it is pertinent 
that financial implications and return of investment are stated in a presentation.  
 
Students also indicate awareness on the importance of economic justification when presenting. This awareness is 
highlighted in the following excerpt expressed by Student D who says, 
 
“…at the same time I have to consider the expenses to construct the project...I have to defend on the 
economic part…”  (Student D, RA 8, Line 30 & 63) 
 
Students are aware that costing is a critical consideration for engineers. The inclusion of costing triggers 
immediate relevance to the audience who are competitive market players in the professional workplace. The issue of 
costing inadvertently elicits questions among the professional industry practitioners as this is a crucial criterion to 
gain competitive market edge over rival competitors. This feature will induce interpersonal and interactive 
competence as financial returns create opportunities and mergers for engineers to deliberate upon.   
 
Another feature that enhances interpersonal and interactive competence is through turn-taking. Turn-taking 
indicates the existence of a series of exchange of questions and clarification between student and audience over a 
certain ambiguity. In most cases, turn-taking ceases when the student has provided the required clarification. The 
importance of turn-taking is by Engineer E, who expresses, 
 
“…how fast they can answer on the spot; …the moment that you ask, he got to start thinking how 
does it fit in into your work and try to relate to the question and try to give the appropriate answer…” 
(Engineer E, RA8, Line 43, 46 - 47) 
 
Clearly, interpersonal and interactive competence is depicted by the way a student is able to provide 
prompt answers once queried. The response provided by the student illustrates the two-way exchange and 
initiates continued interaction between the student and the audience. This two-way exchange of information 
illustrates Celce-Murcia’s notion of interactional competence as an essential feature of communicative 
competence (Celce-Murcia, 2007). Thus, it is encouraged that students’ provide adequate and justified 
responses when queried during a presentation.  
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An added feature of interpersonal and interactive competence is the use of defense skills where students justify 
their personal decision making choices when required to clarify a certain query posed by the panel of examiners or 
audience. Lecturer B stresses the importance of defence skills in a presentation, who mentions,  
 
“…but they can defend; the industry can give any answer; but if they can justify and stand up with 
their own answers; basically how they defend; why are they doing and they can really give a good 
picture why are they doing, if they can give a good picture, I think the industry can accept their 
answer...” (Lecturer B, RA8, Lines 111-115) 
 
The ability to defend ones’ own ideas augment interpersonal and interactive competence in a presentation. For 
students’ to participate effectively in prospective professional engineering community, it is imperative that students’ 
are able to defend their viewpoints as such skills are expected of the said profession (Venkatesan & Ravenell, 2011). 
Lecturers’ are concerned with the oral and rhetoric capability of the students.  
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
The findings indicate that selected members from all three focal groups, i.e. students, lecturers and engineers 
acknowledge the importance of these sub-sets to enhance communicative competence. Engineers are of the opinion 
that competent communicators engage audience interaction through rhetorical elements such as persuasion, 
conviction, justification and contextual application to create the talk of the engineers of the 21st century. The talk of 
engineers of the 21st century entails a myriad of rhetorical and interactional competence which lecturers and students 
need to take heed and inculcate as language input prior students’ entry to the workplace.  It is essential that such 
features are contextualised in the teaching and learning of language and communication courses which focus on 
teaching oral presentations in order to align pedagogical input with industrial and workplace communication needs. 
The study suggests the need to synergise collaborative efforts on technical oral presentation rhetorical and 
interactive competence to ensure that prospective graduates will actually walk the talk of engineers of the 21st 
century. 
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